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Abstract
frequency of citation and help-seeking strategies, attitudes towards penalties for plagiarism and rationalisations for omission of 
citations. Questionnaires were distributed at the beginning and end of an Academic Reading and Writing course at a Malaysian
public university. The analysis of 169 pre- and 126 post-questionnaires indicate that after formal instruction on citation 
conventions, self-reports of appropriate citation and help-seeking strategies for assignment completion increased. There were no
significant changes in self-reports of unethical help-seeking strategies but the respondents reported significantly less use of some 
unethical citation strategies. Surprisingly, at the end of the semester, fewer students agreed that students caught for plagiarism
should fail the assignment, possibly due to heightened awareness of their own assignment completion strategies which run into
plagiarism. In the post-questionnaire, fewer respondents justified omission of citations on the grounds of lack of knowledge and
non-deduction of marks for omitting citations in assignments. With an increase in appropriate assignment completion strategies
and a concomitant decrease in inappropriate strategies, there is a lessened need to resolve the cognitive dissonance arising from 
inconsistency between maintaining a moral self-image and committing academic misconduct.
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Introduction   
The two main forms of academic dishonesty are cheating on examinations and plagiarising written assignments
[1] but this paper focuses on the latter. Prevalent plagiarism is a problem in academic settings because it erodes the
core of honest scholarship.
[15] review showed
that men are more likely to engage in academic misconduct and having peers who cheat, instructors with indifferent
attitudes towards cheating and unclear university integrity policies induce academic misconduct (as cited in [2]).
The cultural background of students has also been investigated as a factor influencing plagiarism behaviour. Some
studies have shown that East Asian international students tend to plagiarise (e.g., [3]) and the behaviour has been 
attributed to memorisation as a way of learning (McDonnell, 2004, as cited in [4]). However, Maxwell, Curtis and 
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Vardanega [5] found no differences between Australian and Asian students in their perceived seriousness or 
understanding of plagiarism from their study of 267 undergraduate students in two Australian universities. The 
students evaluated whether seven scenarios presented were plagiarism and subsequently ranked the seriousness of 
knowledge) and verbatim copying as plagiarism but less than one third of the students viewed direct quotations 
passed off as paraphrase as plagiarism. Maxwell et al. [5] found that students who viewed plagiarism as a serious 
academic misconduct are less likely to plagiarise. Citing Fishbein and Ajz [7] rational-choice theories, Maxwell 
hand.  Zafarghandi, Khoshroo, and Barkat [4] [6] questionnaire - 
which were using secondary sources as primary sources, doing minimal paraphrasing and plagiarising the form of a 
source - and studied 467 Iranian EFL Masters students in 28 universities in Iran. They came to similar conclusions 
but the addi
university. 
Researchers have also studied traditional and non-traditional students. Stuber-McEwen et al. [2] surveyed self-
reports of 225 students in a private, mid-size Christian based university in the United States on seven types of 
academic misconduct: cheating on tests, plagiarism, fabrication, obtaining an unfair advantage, aiding and abetting, 
falsification of documents and unauthorised access to computerised records. The study revealed that online students 
reported less cheating compared to on ground counterparts possibly due to assignments and exams which reduce 
likelihood of academic misconduct and a lessened need to engage in panic cheating.  
Research has shown that students know that plagiarism is an academic misconduct but they still use citation and 
other strategies which violate academic integrity (e.g., [5], [8] & [4]). Academic dishonesty persists because of the 
opportunity to cheat, pressures to obtain high grades and a system that rewards academic dishonesty [1]. Antenucci 
[1] [9] 
Fraud Triangle. Of the three elements, the best predictor of academic dishonesty is rationalisation, manifested in 
[1, p. 
87]. A recent study has revealed that students who cheat tended to condone the behavior. Woodbine and 
Amirthalingam [8] conducted a controlled experiment in which a visiting lecturer inadvertently disclosed the answer 
to a test question. The experiment showed that despite earlier lectures on professional ethics, the experimental group 
of students took advantage of the slip-up. Instead of exhibiting less dishonest behaviour than the control group, the 
experimental group justified their behaviour as more acceptable to reduce the cognitive dissonance caused by the 
situation.  
In social psychology, the moral dilemma from knowing plagiarism as unethical behaviour and committing 
plagiarism is referred to as cognitive dissonance  ss of the 
[10], as cited in [8, p. 142]). 
To reduce the dissonance, students who plagiarise may rationalise that the behaviour is acceptable although they 
usually view it as unacceptable. In other words, those who cheat tend to approve of cheating behaviour to diminish 
commitment which influenced their cheating behaviour. Thus far, the studies have been conducted at one point in 
time and it is unclear whether formal instruction on citation and plagiarism can bring about use of more ethical 
strategies to complete assignments.  
The study examined university stu
the study were to: (1) compare frequency of citation and help-seeking strategies; (2) attitudes towards penalties for 
plagiarism; and (3) rationalisations for omission of citations at the beginning and end of an academic reading and 
writing course.  
 
2. Method of study 
 
A questionnaire on plagiarism in academic writing was distributed to undergraduate students in an Academic 
Reading and Writing course at a public university at the beginning and end of a 14-week semester. These students 
comprised those who had either passed the foundation English courses or the Malaysian University English Test 
(MUET) with Bands 4 to 6 on entering the university. Altogether 200 students from various disciplines were 
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enrolled in the course but 169 and 126 students returned the questionnaires distributed at the beginning and end of 
the semester respectively. 
The questionnaire comprised 22 items dealing with strategies for completing written assignments, nine items on 
strategies for completing written assignments were adapted from [12], and covered unethical citation practices and 
copying. An item on examination cheating was omitted as this study was on plagiarism in written assignments. A 
new item added to the questionnaire was using translated sources considering the availability of materials in Bahasa 
Melayu and English for the respondents under study. Two double-barrelled items on penalties for plagiarism were 
split for clarity. In their study on 1080 students in an Australian university, Ryan et al. [12] required students to state 
whether students agreed with the penalties for first and second occurrences of plagiarism but in the present study, 
students were only asked to respond with yes/no to a list of penalties.  
The questionnaire was initially distributed in Week 2 of the semester (referred to as pre-questionnaire) after the 
students had a 2-hour lecture on citation. In the course, the first four weeks (2 hours each) were set aside for citation 
and referencing. The rest of the semester focussed on other genres of writing (explanation, classification and 
discussion), but citation was emphasised throughout the course, and a substantial portion of the assignment marks 
was allocated to citation and referencing. The pre-questionnaire was intended to capture their knowledge of citation 
and plagiarism at the beginning of the semester. In the second last week of the semester (Week 14), the 
questionnaire was distributed again to find out how the academic reading and writing course had influenced 
-questionnaire). The pre- and post-questionnaire 
-
reports of plagiarism behaviours, attitudes towards penalties for plagiarism and rationalisations for omitting 
citations.  
3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Appropriate assignment completion strategies 
 
The results for assignment completion strategies were categorised into appropriate and unethical strategies. Table 
1 shows that after the academic reading and writing course, the respondents reported more frequent use of 
appropriate strategies to complete their written assignments.  
 
Table 1. Means for pre- and post-questionnaire on appropriate assignment completion strategies 




1. Discussing an individual assignment with friends. 2.47 4.82* 
2. Sharing articles with a friend who is working on the same assignment topic. 2.43 4.13 
3. Showing assignment to a lecturer for guidance. 2.24 4.33 
4. Quoting an important sentence by copying the exact words with quotation marks, citing the source and 
including in the reference list. 
2.20 3.85* 
5. Using information from an article, with a lot of changes in language and organisation, and making 
changes in the amount of detail, citing the source and including it in the reference list. 
2.15 4.29 
-point scale (1= Never; 2=Sometimes; 3=Often; 4=Usually; 5= Always), *p < .05, 
** p < .01 
 
At the end of the semester, the respondents reported more frequent use of appropriate help-seeking strategies 
and paraphrases) (2-tailed t-test, p<.05). The means for the pre-questionnaire are between 2.15 and 2.47 (closer to 
sometimes) but the means for the post-questionnaire range from 3.85 to 4.82 (usually). Formal instruction in citation 
practices had increased use of appropriate assignment completion strategies. 
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3.2. Unethical assignment completion strategies 
 
The respondents reported that they sometimes used unethical help-seeking strategies but frequently employed 
unethical citation strategies. No significant changes were found for unethical help-seeking strategies in the pre- and 
post-questionnaires in this study (Table 2). 
The differences in means are statistically significant for five citation strategies: inventing references, omitting 
citations, borrowing from different sources, using translated information without citing, and referencing without 
citing. Instruction on citation practices seemed to reduce intentional plagiarism due to unfamiliarity with citation 
conventions. Although it can be argued that self-reports are subjected to social desirability bias, this study and other 
studies (e.g., [6]) have shown that students admit to acts of academic dishonesty. 
Table 2. Means for pre- and post-questionnaire on unethical assignment completion strategies 





Citation strategies   
1. Quoting a paragraph exactly with quotation marks (but not citation). 2.72 2.54 
2. Inventing references because you have forgotten to copy down the reference details 2.38 2.06** 
3.  2.36 2.08* 
4. Downloading material from the web and including it in assignment without a reference.  2.02 1.99 
5. Borrowing from different sources and connecting them to make a paragraph.  2.94 2.52** 
6. Translating from another language without citing the source 2.18 1.89* 
7. Writing a paragraph by taking a few words from a few articles and putting them together, adding own 
words to make the meaning clear, and including the source in the reference list.  
3.35 3.13 
8. Using some sentences from an article and put them in a different order from the original, citing the source 
and including it in reference list.  
3.05 3.02 
9. Doing a key-word web search and cutting and pasting information in assignment. 2.48 2.34 
10. Copying a sentence from an article into assignment, not citing the source but including it in the reference 
list. 
2.45 2.05* 
Help-seeking strategies   
11. Getting somebody else to write (part of) assignment  1.50 1.60 
12. Submitting an assignment that has already been given marks  1.48 1.60 
13. Not contributing share to a group assignment  1.57 1.70 
14.  1.37 1.49 
15. Getting somebody to fix up your assignment to make it better 2.10 2.33 
16.  1.80 1.90 
17. Getting ideas from a friend who did the same assignment in earlier semesters. 2.51 2.44 
-point scale (1= Never; 2=Sometimes; 3=Often; 4=Usually; 5= Always), *p < .05, 
** p < .01 
 
3.3. Attitudes towards plagiarism 
 
In this study, attitudes towards the severity of plagiarism as an academic misconduct are measured by their 
choices of preferred penalties for plagiarism. The assumption is that students who choose lenient penalties for 
plagiarism view it as a minor misconduct whereas students who choose harsher penalties regard plagiarism as a 
serious offence. 
Table 3 shows that more than 80% of the respondents preferred warning, counseling and resubmission of 
assignment as penalties for plagiarism but less than 14% opted for the two extremes: no action and expulsion from 
[12] study also preferred warning and counseling but fewer agreed to 
assignment resubmission.  
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Penalties for plagiarism Pre % (n=169) Post % (n=126) 
1. No action taken 13.61 20.63 
2. Student receives a warning from the lecturer 89.94 87.30 
3. Student receives counseling  81.07 86.51 
4. The incident is reported to the faculty 59.17 54.76 
5. The incident is reported to the university 40.83 44.44 
6. Student is asked to resubmit the assignment 88.17 88.09 
7.  37.87 21.43 
8.  24.85 20.63 
9. Student is expelled from the university  11.84 15.08 
 
The pre- and post-
assignment which showed the largest difference (from 37.87% to 21.43%). After the academic reading and writing 
course, the respondents probably realised that they had frequently plagiarised when completing their written 
assignments and they do not to want to fail the assignment.  One would have expected more respondents to choose 
more severe penalties for plagiarism after the awareness-raising on the severity of stealing intellectual property but 
creased, suggesting that they may be 
rationalising plagiarism as not serious.  
 
3.4. Rationalisation strategies for omitting citations 
 
To find out reasons for omitting citations in their written assignments, the respondents were given five reasons 
and asked to tick any number that was applicable (strategies 1 to 5 in Table 4). They were also asked to write down 
other reasons (strategies 6 to 10 in Table 4) which indicate unfamiliarity with citation practices. 







1.  65.68 50.79 
2.  38.46 18.25 
3.  20.71 21.43 
4. My friends also  17.16 11.11 
5. I want lecturers to think that the ideas are mine 12.43 19.05 
6. It is not necessary to cite 1.78 0.79 
7. Forgot to cite 1.78 3.17 
8. Troublesome to cite 1.18 0.79 
9. Tried to use own words 0 0.79 
10. No citation for the articles 0 0.79 
 
Table 4 shows that at the end of the semester, there was a drop in percentage of respondents who justified 
omission of citations using unfamiliarity with citation conventions and external norms of writing which do not see 
attribution of sources as a necessity (lecturers did not ask for citations and peers did not cite). In contrast, the 
percentage of respondents who wanted their lecturers to think that the ideas were theirs increased from 12.43% to 
19.05%. It seems that after formal instruction on academic writing, the respondents have learnt the value of 
including citations to substantiate ideas and to show diligence in researching a given topic. This indicates that 
tions for omission of 
citations from external factors to internal sources, which in this case is intentionally misleading lecturers into 
thinking that the ideas were original whereas they were gleaned from various sources.  
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An expected finding was the prevalence of plagiarism. However, the unexpected finding was that although 
reports of some inappropriate citation strategies decreased at the end of the academic reading and writing course, 
students did not choose more severe penalties for plagiarism. In fact, a larger percentage of students felt that 
lecturers should not fail those caught for plagiarising a particular assignment or even take disciplinary action against 
 
course, and these are likely outcomes of reports to the faculty or the university rather than expulsion. Compared to 
warnings, counseling sessions and assignment resubmission, failing an assignment is severe because it may 
jeopardise their chances of passing the course. After receiving formal instruction on academic writing, they are 
presumably more aware of different forms of plagiarism they may intentionally or unintentionally commit through 
ignorance or neglect of proper citation conventions. The awareness makes them uncomfortable with the possibility 
of being punished for plagiarism, knowing that plagiarism is a wrongful act in academic writing. To alleviate the 
dissonance from the possibility of being punished for plagiarism, it makes sense for more students to disagree with a 
fail for a plagiarised assignment. By so doing, they make plagiarism seem less serious and more acceptable in 
academic writing. Perceived seriousness of plagiarism is a predictor of plagiarism prevalence [4].  
Among policy suggestions to minimise plagiarism, punitive measures are more common than assessments set at 
an appropriate cognitive level [11]
chan
[13]  et al. 
[14, p. 63] 
of a course, plagiarism detection, requirement for citation and mark deduction for omission of citations can send a 
message that academic dishonesty does not pay off. 
4. Conclusion 
The study showed that all the university students had plagiarised in one way or another when completing written 
assignments but they do not view plagiarism as a serious academic misconduct because a majority felt that the 
penalty for plagiarism should be warning, counseling and resubmission of the assignment. One semester of formal 
-seeking 
behaviour but reduced some unethical citation practices and increased appropriate assignment completion strategies. 
The findings suggest that dealing with student plagiarism needs concerted effort of academics backed by university 
policy supporting academic integrity because students who plagiarise can get away by begging ignorance of citation 
conventions and rationalising plagiarism as acceptable practice, particularly since there is a perceived norm that 
lecturers do not mind omission of citations and other students do it.  
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